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WILDT H I N G S
Of all the travel experiences, coming face to face  

with an animal in its own environment is among  
the most uplifing, writes Kendall Hill. Here are  

the best spots to see nature at its fnest.
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T H E  M O U N T A I N  GORILLA
Uganda

AN AUDIENCE with one of the rarest 

primates on the planet only ever lasts for  

an hour but no-one returns unmoved from  

a meeting with the magnifcent mountain 

gorilla. There are fewer than 900 left in  

the world, now carefully protected from 

poachers and hunters by rangers and 

conservation groups. Half of the gorillas  

live in the evocatively named Bwindi 

Impenetrable Forest and neighbouring 

Mgahinga National Park in Uganda. 

In Bwindi, four gorilla groups have 

regular human contact and each day fewer 

than 80 people, who pay just over $800  

for a trekking permit, are allowed to meet 

them in groups of no more than eight.  

Direct contact with the animals is forbidden 

but groups do get to observe gorillas going 

about their business just metres away. The 

only way to reach these creatures is to hike  

up mountainsides through dense jungle, 

accompanied by guides and porters who  

lead the way to Uganda’s wonderland. 

ugandawildlife.org



T H E  A S I A T I C  LION
India

THE western Indian state of Gujarat brims with once-in-a-lifetime 

experiences but none beats the exhilaration of discovering a pride of 

wild Asiatic lions. At Gir National Park and Wildlife Sanctuary, the last 

500 or so of these beasts live in a dusty landscape of teak forests and 

savanna alongside leopards, hyenas and antelope. Dawn and dusk jeep 

safaris scour the 1400-square-kilometre reserve for signs of the big cats. 

Finding a lion in such a vast landscape is made easier with the help 

of Siddi trackers, an ethnic group descended from Southeast African 

Bantu slaves brought to India centuries ago by the Portuguese. They 

monitor the parklands constantly so they know where lions lurk. With 

luck, they can lead visitors to a family of golden cats lazing among  

the acacias – all viewed safely from jeeps, naturally. Though officially 

endangered, lion numbers have increased by a quarter since 2010 so 

the odds of spotting India’s rarest big cat are improving all the time. 

girlion.in
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T H E  JAGUAR
Brazil 

JAGUARS are perhaps the most 

elusive of the Panthera genus; 

tracking them requires days  

of Buddha-like patience. The 

consolation is the prime jaguar 

habitat of the Pantanal, the 

largest tropical wetland area  

in the world and a gorgeous 

mirrored paradise of birds, giant 

lilies, caimans and capybaras. 

Cruising here on dinghies, the 

action unfolds like a Disney 

animated feature – cue clouds  

of snow-white herons, stage left.

T H E  ORANGUTAN
Borneo

IT’S estimated that the number of wild orangutans has 

plummeted in the past decade by 30 to 50 per cent. The  

two species – Bornean and Sumatran – now exist on only 

two islands: Borneo, where they are thought to number 

about 50,000, and Sumatra, which has 7000. The easiest 

way to see these people of the forest is to visit Borneo’s 

touristy rehabilitation centres where the primates are  

on show, like at a zoo. But it’s far better to visit them in 

the wild, not least to provide a tourism bufer against 

rampant logging and cropping of their native habitat. 

Sabah in Malaysian Borneo ofers some of the surest 

sightings at the Danum Valley Conservation Area. This 

isolated pocket of virgin lowland rainforest abounds  

with endemic species, including clouded leopards, 

gibbons and their colourful cousins, the orangutans.  

In neighbouring Indonesia, Gunung Palung National  

Park has an orangutan research centre so rendezvous  

are almost certain. There are 2500 individuals in the 

90,000-hectare reserve, making this one of the healthiest 

orangutan societies we have left.

sabahtourism.com, people.bu.edu/orang

Dry season offers the most 

reliable encounters as cats come 

to the banks of the Cuiabá River 

to bask and feed. Sightings from 

the water are not uncommon; 

one major tour company claims 

to be averaging two a day during 

the June-to-October dry 

season. And even if the cats 

don’t come out to play, as with 

so much experiential travel, it’s 

the journey that really counts.

jaguarreserve.com
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T H E  LEMUR

Madagascar 

LONG before monkeys and apes 

roamed the forests, there were 

lemurs. They were – and still are 

– found only on Madagascar,  

the vast island Eden that broke 

away from mainland Africa 160 

million years ago. Almost every 

plant and animal here is unique 

to the island so despite the  

trials of travelling through  

this underdeveloped country,  

the experience is fascinating.

The world’s fourth-largest 

island harbours 101 known  

lemur species, including the tiny  

but fabulously titled Madame 

Berthe’s mouse lemur, monkey 

lemurs, sloth lemurs and 

hairy-eared dwarf lemurs. 

But it’s the king of the  

species, the indri lemur, which 

has a call that leaves an indelible 

impression. Standing in the 

damp and insect-ridden 

rainforests of Andasibe-

Mantadia National Park, 

listening to the indri “sing”  

across the canopy to each  

other is intoxicating, surreal  

and incredibly loud. Indri  

stay high in the treetops but  

if you stand beneath one  

that’s singing you can feel  

the vibrations in your body. 

travelmadagascar.org 
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T H E  W H A L E  SHARK
Western Australia 

BOBBING in the Indian Ocean 

preparing to swim with whale 

sharks at Ningaloo Reef is a bit 

like waiting for a bus. Except 

you’re wearing a mask and 

flippers and the slow-moving 

leviathan that invariably appears 

will take you on the journey of 

your newly blissed-out life. 

Marvel at the Marimekko-like 

patterning on the flanks of these 

sublime creatures and get close 

enough to count the remoras 

hitching a free ride on the biggest 

fish of all (they grow to 12 metres 

and longer). An estimated 170 

whale sharks congregate at  

the 260-kilometre fringing reef  

each March to July, alongside 

humpbacks, dugongs and giant 

manta rays. The great surprise  

of swimming with a whale shark 

is how remarkably serene the 

encounter is. It’s just curious 

humans and a shark – as big  

as a whale but as docile as  

a lamb – hanging out off the 

Western Australian coast. 

visitningaloo.com.au

T H E  POLAR  B E A R

Canadian Arctic 

THE Canadian Arctic is home  

to somewhere between 13,000 

and 17,500 polar bears – more 

than half the world’s total – so 

there’s no better place to witness 

the largest land carnivore in 

action. The easy option is to  

fy to Churchill, Canada, book  

a room in the Tundra Lodge 

 – a mobile hotel parked on the 

shores of Hudson Bay each 

autumn – and wait for the  

bears to come to you (operators 

guarantee bear sightings or  

a free return stay next season).

The more intrepid, romantic 

option is to spend a fortnight 

aboard an expedition ship  

as it makes its way through  

the ice-choked waterways of  

the Northwest Passage. On the 

ocean it’s not possible to get  

as close to polar bears as it is  

at Churchill but the visceral 

fascination of seeing bears in the 

wild – perhaps devouring a seal 

on the ice or swimming in the 

frigid water – doesn’t diminish 

with distance. 

canada.travel
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LOS ANGELES had its place in 

the sun all sorted. Hollywood 

Boulevard. Rodeo Drive. 

Universal Studios. A visit to Los 

Angeles centred on star spotting, 

shopping and thrillseeking.  

It was fashy and it was  

fun. If you wanted culture,  

you went to New York, right?

Not any more. The City  

of Angels has undergone  

a remarkable transformation.  

Though it’s still largely known 

for producing blockbuster flms,  

it now houses one of the biggest 

creative communities in the 

world and is considered an 

epicentre of contemporary art.

The art boom is made even 

more exciting by the September 

20 opening of the highly 

anticipated museum The Broad. 

Philanthropists Eli and Edythe 

Broad have endowed more  

than US$200 million to the 

museum, which is across the 

road from MoCA (Museum of 

Contemporary Art), the Colburn 

School of performance art and 

the Walt Disney Concert Hall.

The museum, which will 

have more than 2000 post-World 

War II and contemporary pieces 

in its collection, has elevated 

Grand Avenue to the most 

architecturally pleasing street  

in Los Angeles and cemented 

Downtown’s status as the city’s 

cultural centre. 

So join us as we take you  

on an arts tour of LA...

There’s more to Los Angeles 
than Hollywood moments  
and tourist-packed theme 
parks. To coincide with  
the opening of The Broad 
museum this month,  
Marina Chetner presents  
the city’s cultural highlights. 

Hammer Museum

hammer.ucla.edu 

THE UCLA-managed Hammer 

Museum is situated in the 

commercial stretch of Wilshire 

Boulevard but step inside its 

white, high-ceilinged lobby and 

you will feel miles away from 

the mayhem.

A marble staircase leads  

to an open-air courtyard 

surrounded by two levels of 

galleries featuring the late oil 

tycoon Armand Hammer’s 

personal-turned-permanent 

collection. There are Van  

Goghs, Renoirs, Rembrandts 

and Gustave Moreau’s stand-out  

Old Master painting, Salome 

Dancing Before Herod.

Pop by on Saturdays at 1pm 

when student educators lead 

free exhibition tours. Their 

conversational approach helps 

visitors see exhibits such  

as Mark Bradford’s Scorched  

Earth (ends September 27) –  

a painted examination of  

the 1992 riots, homophobia, 

racism and the AIDS crisis – 

with greater understanding.

And take time out at the 

museum’s lesser-known Franklin 

D. Murphy Sculpture Garden,  

a 10-minute drive away. More 

than 70 brilliant sculptures, 

including surrealist Joan Miró’s 

Mere Ubu and David Smith’s 

Cubi XX (left), are set over two 

hectares at the north end of the 

UCLA campus. On the weekend, 

you’ll practically have the place 

to yourself.

Admission to the sculpture 

garden and gallery is free.

PH OTO GR A PH Y BY 

PEG GY WO N G
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The Broad

thebroad.org

“ELI Broad has been saying for 

far longer than a decade that Los 

Angeles is one of the four great 

art capitals of the world, along 

with New York, Paris and 

London,” says Joanne Heyler, 

founding director of The Broad. 

On September 20, Eli and his 

wife, Edythe, are sharing their 

personal art collection – some 

four decades in the making –  

with an inaugural installation 

featuring works by the leading 

lights of modern art, including 

painter Jasper Johns, pop artists 

Andy Warhol and Ed Ruscha, 

photographer Cindy Sherman 

and Jef Koons, who’s renowned 

for his playful sculptures.

It’s not just the artwork that 

makes this new museum so 

exciting. Design studio Diller 

Scofdio + Renfro knew that  

the museum had to complement, 

rather than compete with, the 

sinuous stainless steel lines of 

the neighbouring Walt Disney 

Concert Hall. And that it does:  

a veil made of fbreglass-

reinforced concrete wraps 

around the US$140 million 

edifce (below); its upturned 

corners herald the north and 

south entrances; skylights fll  

the interior galleries with natural 

light; and moveable walls allow 

versatility in staging exhibitions.

You’ll also be able to glimpse 

works in the storage facility, 

located at the core of the 

11,000-square-metre space. “As 

a collection that grows steadily 

and dynamically, adding 50 or 

more acquisitions per year, we 

will never be a static treasure 

house,” says Heyler.

Astonishingly, general 

admission is free.
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LACMA

lacma.org

SOMETIMES, art installations come to shape 

a city. It’s hard to imagine the entrance  

of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art  

now without Chris Burden’s extraordinary 

Urban Light (right), which features 202 

restored streetlights that illuminate Wilshire 

Boulevard each night and act as a magnet  

for photographers. The artwork, installed  

in 2008, has become a landmark.

Anchoring the plaza directly behind 

LACMA is another photogenic sculpture, 

Michael Heizer’s Levitated Mass. The 

340-tonne boulder literally stopped trafc 

when it arrived from a Riverside County 

quarry aboard a custom-built trailer in 2012.

While the older galleries of this museum 

display strong collections of Asian, Islamic 

and Latin American art, the eye is instantly 

drawn west, to the newer red-on-white, 

sawtooth-topped Resnick Pavilion (below), 

where Breathing Light – one of James Turrell’s 

“Ganzfeld” pieces – is being exhibited. 

“It’s an installation designed to entirely 

eliminate the viewer’s depth perception,” 

explains Miranda Carroll from LACMA. “Just 

imagine being immersed in an environment 

of changing colourful light.” Due to its limited 

capacity, you’ll need to sign up on the iPad at 

the ticket desk and head over once notifed 

via text message. 

After viewing the Frank Gehry 

retrospective (September 13-March 20, 

2016), foodies will appreciate the retro-chic 

Ray’s & Stark Bar, where executive chef  

Viet Pham is plating dishes inspired by  

the structured, geometric designs of the 

Canadian-born, Los Angeles-based architect.

General admission to the museum is free 

on the second Tuesday of every month.

R E G E N  P R O J E C T S 

regenprojects.com

Since opening 26 years ago, 

Regen Projects has presented 

singular and groundbreaking 

exhibitions by some of the  

most important contemporary 

artists working today, including 

punk poster and cover designer 

Raymond Pettibon, photographer 

Catherine Opie and Matthew 

Barney, whose Water Castings: 

Fourteen Pieces exhibition will 

show here from September 11  

to October 24.

Installing Matthew 

Barney’s work at 

Regen Projects

L A X
Qantas flies to Los Angeles 

from Brisbane, Melbourne 

and Sydney with 

connections from other 

capital cities. qantas.com

F L I G H T  P A T H
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sculptures, the largest of which 

weighs more than fve tonnes.

In 1986, MoCA Grand  

Avenue (above) opened. 

Japanese architect Arata 

Isozaki’s postmodern design  

in red sandstone celebrates  

the Yin and the Yang;  

a subterranean courtyard  

leads to galleries crowned  

by pyramidal and sawtooth 

skylights that flter in the light. 

MoCA Grand Avenue, in  

its entirety, is now dedicated  

to highlighting iconic works 

alongside lesser-known  

material drawn from the 

museum’s esteemed 7000- 

piece, post-1945 collection, 

which includes works by Mark 

Rothko and Jackson Pollock.

At MoCA’s third location  

on Melrose Avenue, the Pacifc 

Design Center features rotating 

exhibitions of architecture  

and design. Admission is free, 

while MoCA Grand Avenue  

and The Gefen Contemporary 

are free on Thursdays from  

5pm to 8pm.

MoCA

moca.org

BACK in the ’70s, Los Angeles 

was one of the few major 

American cities without  

a contemporary art museum. 

Philanthropist Marcia Weisman 

and a group of artists sought  

to correct this oversight and 

enlisted the support of the  

then mayor, Tom Bradley.

The city pledged to support  

a museum if it could raise an 

endowment of at least US$10 

million. Eli Broad, the founding 

chairman, led the campaign  

that raised US$13 million. 

A former police warehouse  

in Little Tokyo was renovated  

by Frank Gehry and opened  

as Temporary Contemporary  

in 1983. Now called The Gefen 

Contemporary, at the Museum  

of Contemporary Art, it is one of 

three MoCA locations and an 

ideal stage for large-scale works 

such as Matthew Barney’s River 

of Fundament (September 13- 

January 18, 2016). The flmic 

undertaking inspired by Norman 

Mailer’s Ancient Evenings includes 

drawings, photographs and 14 

B L U M  &  P O E 

blumandpoe.com

Timothy Blum and Jeffrey Poe 

founded their LA gallery in 1994 

and, in 2014, opened a branch  

in Tokyo – Blum had previously 

spent four years working in 

Japan and the gallery has 

fostered relationships with 

artists there. Their client roster 

includes Japanese artists Takashi 

Murakami and Yoshitomo Nara, 

as well as Sam Durant, Mark 

Grotjahn and Sharon Lockhart. 

Six years ago, Blum & Poe  

moved to a 2000-square- 

metre complex on La Cienega 

Boulevard, where Kazumi 

Nakamura’s works will show 

(September 11-October 24). 

Kazumi Nakamura’s

Scroll Painting 12 (2014)
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The Getty Center  
and Getty Villa

getty.edu

RIDE a futuristic-looking tram 

up the Santa Monica Mountains 

to the Getty Center (below),  

a campus of white travertine-

clad modern buildings, named 

for and fnanced by oil magnate 

J. Paul Getty.

It took more than a decade  

to realise architect Richard 

Meier’s design, built high above 

sprawling Los Angeles. The  

site of the museum, foundation 

and conservation and research 

institutes is not only home to 

some of the fnest art but also 

ofers unobstructed views of LA. 

It’s open until 9pm on Saturdays 

so you can have a picnic while 

enjoying the sunset.

One of your frst ports of  

call should be Robert Irwin’s 

Central Garden, a glorious  

living sculpture where a maze  

of azaleas appears to foat above  

a central pool that’s encircled  

by blazing poppies, fuzzy yellow 

kangaroo paws or fragrant 

Brazilian angel’s trumpets, 

depending on the season.

Up in the galleries, 

noteworthy pieces include  

the recently acquired Bust of 

Pope Paul V, 1621 by Bernini; 

Rembrandt Laughing, a self-

portrait by the Dutch master; 

and Van Gogh’s Irises, which late 

businessman Alan Bond bought 

at auction for US$53.9 million in 

1987. The Getty Center acquired  

the artwork in 1990, after Bond 

failed to repay the loan from 

Sotheby’s that had allowed  

him to make his purchase.

If you have time, visit the 

1974-built Getty Villa (right)  

in Pacifc Palisades, less than  

a 30-minute drive down Sunset 

Boulevard. This gem, sitting 

between the Pacifc Ocean and 

the Santa Monica Mountains, 

displays more than 1200 Greek, 

Roman and Etruscan antiquities 

from a collection of 44,000 works 

and has blissful gardens (above)

designed in the ancient Roman 

style. Between September 10 

and October 3, the Euripides-

inspired Mojada: A Medea in  

Los Angeles will be performed  

in the villa’s amphitheatre.

Admission to the Getty 

Center and Getty Villa is free  

(an advance, timed-entry ticket 

is required for the villa).  

L A >< A R T

laxart.org

The focus of the not-for-profit 

art institution LA><ART is 

contemporary art and 

experimental exhibitions.  

A recent move to Hollywood  

and the launch of a citywide art 

initiative called the Occasional 

coincides with the organisation’s 

10-year anniversary, which will  

be marked on November 16  

with a benefit.  

L A C E

welcometolace.org

Founded in 1978 by a small group 

of artists, LACE (Los Angeles 

Contemporary Exhibitions) 

is a not-for-profit gallery that 

helped launch the careers of 

John Baldessari, Chris Burden, 

Barbara Kruger and Ed Ruscha. 

Rafa Esparza’s I Have Never Been 

Here Before will use around 5000 

adobe bricks to transform the 

normally stark-white space 

during its run (until September 

13). The gallery is on the 

Hollywood Walk of Fame.

Off-site preparation 

for Rafa Esparza’s 

work at LACE

A fabric cut-out  

sewn onto  

stretched canvas  

by Kate Costello
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You won’t fnd a kids’ 
club or footballers 
doing shots at the 

disco. What you will 
discover on the good 

ship Viking Star, 
says Wendy Harmer, 

is a little bit of cold, 
a little bit of hot and 

a whole lot of cool.

Dusk bathes Tromvik,  

a quaint fishing village  

on the Norwegian  

coast, in Arctic light
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as the setting sun breathes warmth into 

ancient stone walls and refects jewelled 

glimmerings from a thousand secret windows, 

illuminating castle turrets and church spires. 

At a more mundane level, hanging clothes 

in my cabin on the fourth deck, I realise that 

for the next few nights at least, my shoes, 

clothes and books don’t have to be packed and 

repacked. I have a balcony with windows that 

slide right back and invite the seascape inside, 

a big television, a comfy couch and a soft  

bed, which should see me disembark  

in Bergen as perky as a Norwegian spruce.  

“Like-minded travellers” is how Viking 

Cruises founder Torstein Hagen describes  

his passengers. There are just 930 of us  

on this maiden voyage of the brand-new 

ocean-going Viking Star. Quite a modest 

company given some cruise behemoths 

carry more than 4000 people.

Hagen, who is on board for the voyage  

to his native Norway, welcomes those  

who still have the spirit of adventure but  

wish to travel in comfort. “If you want to bring 

your children, your dogs, get drunk  

or go to the casino then you’re on the wrong 

ship,” says the pink-cheeked, silver-haired 

Hagen. “We are not here to be everything  

to everybody.” Sure enough, the people  

I meet in the soft-carpeted corridors on my 

frst night are mostly older “comfortable” 

Americans well past their backpacking  

days. And Hagen is right – no-one on this 

vessel is doing tequila shots until dawn. 

Just as well. The Viking Daily newsletter  

is slid under my door at sunrise ofering a host 

of activities: 7am yoga, 9.30am shufeboard, 

2.45pm backgammon, an afternoon of piano 

and classical music, an evening lecture on the 

Northern Lights and dancing and cocktails in 

the Torshavn bar that closes at midnight. 

At breakfast, looking like a red-faced, 

frozen-toed denizen of Edvard Grieg’s  

March of the Trolls after my bracing round  

of “thermotherapy”, I plump for hot wafes, 

made to order. “Plump” is the right word. How 

could you escape this ship and its many bars, 

restaurants and cafés without a few extra  

kilos in your kick? 

In the wafe queue, I meet Ted and  

Kath, septuagenarians from Florida. “We’re 

addicted to cruising,” says Kath. “We’ve 

worked hard all our lives, the kids are grown, 

CALL me unimaginative but if you’d asked me a month 

earlier what I’d like to be doing on this particular morning 

in mid-May, I wouldn’t have replied, “I’d like to be standing 

in a wet swimsuit in the snow. Indoors. On a ship. In the 

middle of the North Sea.” And yet that’s exactly where  

I fnd myself. My sparkly, snowy sanctuary is in a corner of 

a Nordic bathing spa on the Viking Star cruise ship that’s 

making its maiden voyage from London to the Norwegian 

port of Bergen.

As I ponder the improbability of the situation I’m  

in (yes, it’s actually snowing on me), my bare toes are 

freezing into 10 blocks of ice inside the Snow Grotto. Now 

what to do? Back to the steam room or the sauna? The 

thermal pool or the bubbling hot tub? The question is: 

would I like myself well done, medium or rare? 

I’ve been travelling for more than 30 years – I’ve pushed 

a bogged plane out of the sand in Botswana, fought for a 

seat on a rickety train chugging to Punjab and squeezed 

sweaty backpacks into ratty tuktuks and rickshaws all 

across Asia – but I’ve never been on a cruise.

It seems to me that cruising has always been a bit  

of a cheat, as it is for every traveller who fancies that 

“intrepid” is stamped in their passport. Instead of slogging 

your way to your destination and arriving sweaty and, let’s 

admit it, a tad angry and bewildered, cruising sees the 

destination come to you. If I step on board a cruise ship, 

will I become not a “traveller” but a mere “tourist”? 

But on boarding the Viking Star from the bank of the 

River Thames at Greenwich, the attraction of cruising is 

suddenly blindingly obvious. I’ve been to London a dozen 

times but I’ve never seen the city from this fascinating 

aspect. I’m on the water – “The Thames is liquid history,” 

said the MP John Burns in 1929 – and as doughty tugs 

escort the Viking Star to the mouth of the mighty river, 

London is giving up her most thrilling secrets. 

For centuries, royalty, wealthy merchants and city 

burghers built their palaces, imposing civic buildings  

and stately homes on Europe’s waterways to impress 

traders, diplomats and visitors who arrived by boat.  

They must have had the same view I do this late afternoon 

The heated infinity pool off the 

stern of the Viking Star offers 

unbeatable views (above); house- 

dotted hills hug the historic port 

area of Bergen’s Vågen bay
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Antarctic Odyssey 

If you’re going all the way to  

the Antarctic, you may as well 

take your time (41 days, to be 

precise) on Seabourn’s Amazon 

& Antarctica Exploration cruise. 

Skirt around South America’s 

eastern coast before wending 

your way into the Antarctic 

Sound, where you’ll see 

mountain-sized glaciers, 

waddling penguins and other 

incredible wonders of nature.

seabourn.com

White birches line the 

breathtaking fjords 

(above); chilled thrills 

await in the Snow 

Grotto on board the 

Viking Star 

More cruises  

to take you off  

the beaten path

Arctic Chill 

Le Boreal – Abercrombie & Kent’s 

expedition ship accommodating 

199 passengers – is not just  

your passport to the Arctic Circle 

but also an amazing way to see 

polar bears and walruses in their 

natural habitat. The 14-night 

Arctic Cruise Adventure – which 

begins in Spitsbergen, Norway, 

and ends in Reykjavik, Iceland – 

also takes you to places where 

few people have gone before, 

such as Kejser Franz Josef Fjord.

abercrombiekent.com.au

Going Galápagos 

Journey to the Galápagos 

Islands on Silversea’s  

Silver Galapagos. Just 100 

guests are on board, with  

an impressive 75 service staff. 

The accommodation is just  

as indulgent, featuring suites 

with large verandahs.

silversea.com

langoustines – Norway lobster – in garlic 
butter. I’m extremely lucky, I’m told, to fnd 

Bergen bathed in sunshine, as it rains here 
250 days a year.

A ride on the Fløibanen funicular to the 
top of Mount Fløyen is rewarded with a view 
that seems to span the whole of Norway but is, 
in fact, just a glimpse of the deep blue fjords, 
shimmering lakes and wooded mountains. 
Then, armed with my walking map, umbrella 
and sturdy shoes, I’m of to see as much as  
I can while the weather holds. Storm clouds 
are already rumbling over the peaks of the 
Seven Mountains that surround the city. 

Back on board the Viking Star, someone –  
I hope – is shovelling snow and pouring 
another scoop of pine-scented water in the 
sauna, waiting for me to return and soothe 
my weary toes. Oh, and there will be hot 
wafes and Sinatra. Helt sikkert! 

Ocean cruises start at $2649 and river cruises 

start at $3695 per person. For details, go to 

vikingcruises.com.au.

they have their own kids and now it’s our turn to see the 
world.” Today they’ve scheduled an afternoon martini 
tasting, a round of backgammon with a couple from  
New York and, after a candlelit dinner with French  
wine, an evening concert – Rat Pack Revisited. They’re  
in cruise heaven. 

I sneak away and throw myself into the heated infnity 

pool cantilevered of the stern and slosh for ages in splendid 

isolation, watching seagulls swoop on dotted oil rigs as the 
ship ploughs north through white-capped waves.  

Next morning I wake to a magical landscape as the 
Viking Star skims through the still and quiet waters of  
the Byfjorden fjord. Brightly painted wooden houses totter 
down the forested hillsides on picture-perfect headlands. 

Docking in the historic Bergen port bright and early, it’s 
down the gangway to stroll the delights of Bryggen, on the 
eastern shore of Vågen bay, where gabled weatherboard 
buildings lean against each other like drunken sailors. 
Narrow alleyways through the buildings lead to a maze of 
art galleries. I’m keen to cart a huge sculpture of soaring 
seabirds back but opt instead for a tangle of knitted scarves 
and a stufed troll doll. 

At a sunny café on the wharf, I order a glass of white 
wine and lunch on a delicious seafood platter of crab and 

L HR
Qantas flies to London from 

Sydney and Melbourne, with 

connections from other 

Australian capital cities.

qantas.com

F L I G H T  P A T H
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THE

BRISBANE

PROJECT

Wake up and smell the (single-origin) 
cofee, Australia: there’s a new  

capital of cool. A burgeoning food 
scene, hip hotels and edgy urban 

spaces are earning Brisbane serious 
cultural cred. “Brisneylander”  

John Birmingham shows us another 
side of this sleepy river city.

PH OTO GR A PH Y BY 

CH R IS TI A N TI G E R

Jamie's Espresso Bar, in Fortitude 

Valley, is a James Street institution



THERE was something gothic about old 

Brisbane. A Northern Gothic. An aesthetic 

and a culture of rot and genesis, of strange 

contrary life bursting from the undergrowth. 

Old Brisbane was fantastically, famously 

corrupt. Things moved in the shadows.  

The steam-press heat discouraged enthusiasm 

for anything but slowing down and drinking 

beer. Lots and lots of beer, all of it brewed  

in one enormous red-brick factory that 

squatted on the western fringe of the city, 

thickening the air with the sickly sweet smell 

of burning malt.

It was a big country town. But it wasn’t that 

charming. Quirky, unexpected architectural 

delights were usually demolished for 

anonymous concrete towers. The city shut 

down at dusk. Dining out meant leaning that 

little bit further out of your window at the 

An unexpected consequence for a place 

where nothing ever happened was that 

nothing happened to the huge number of 

rambling, run-down timber houses on stilts  

– colloquially known as Queenslanders – that 

sprawled across the ridges and hills of the 

inner city. In the early 1980s you couldn’t 

fnance the renovation of an elegant but 

decaying Queenslander as bank managers, 

like developers, put their money into double-

brick, aircon and new-build estates. But 

letting the city’s fnest examples of colonial 

domestic architecture rot and slump under 

mango trees paid of when a generation who 

had loved them as students in share housing 

returned to them as young professionals. 

Families loved the space – and singles the 

proximity to the inner city.

Stuart Vokes was a young architect in the 

early noughts and, like his contemporaries, he 

saw value in everything – regardless of brief or 

budget. “Probably because we were desperate 

for work,” he quips. “For me, the cultural 

revaluing of the city is what defnes the  

past 10 to 15 years of infuential property 

development and signifcant architecture in 

Brisbane. It was this act of valuing or ‘revaluing’ 

the settings and buildings of Brisbane that 

made us feel like we were part of the new 

generation of design practices engaged in ‘the 

Brisbane project’ that we see today.”

The project snuck up on us. An ofbeat 

little suburban bar here, furnished with 

Mum’s brown couch and Uncle Mick’s banana 

lounge. A grandly redesigned museum or art 

gallery over there, pulling in door-buster 

exhibits from all over the world. Within  

a decade or so the transformation was 

Macca’s drive-through. Unless it was a special 

occasion; then you were of to the pub for 

burned steak and freezer chips.

And then… something happened. In fact, 

a bunch of things happened. Politics, 

economics, demographics all changed and it 

was like a logjam suddenly broke under years 

of pressure. Everything surged.

You noticed it best if you had left, as so 

many did. For the longest time Brisbane lost 

its young people to brighter lights in bigger 

cities. It wasn’t just the pull of a job in London 

or living large on minimal bucks in Asia. The 

city drove away its best and brightest until 

they were drawn back by family and home – 

or, to be exact, homes, and the prospect of 

owning one as it became impossible in the 

global entrepot of Sydney or the old bluestone 

money pit of Melbourne.

Home brews and boutique ciders 

are just the beginning at West End 

hipster bar The End (left); Paladar 

Fumior Salon, in South Brisbane, 

sells coffee and Cubans
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irreversible and while the outlines of the old 

town could still be traced in those remnants 

that survived the wrecking balls of the ’80s,  

a wholly new and more exciting city had 

emerged in a maze of laneways and villages, 

even in avowedly commercial spaces like 

James Street’s market precinct, where Brisbane 

rediscovered a love of the old corner store. 

Developments such as James Street, in 

Fortitude Valley, and its many imitators 

remind us, says Vokes, that “the fne urban 

grain of any vibrant city is made of small 

businesses and retail shops, ofering locally 

made product and craft”. There is an 

authenticity in this sort of development that 

we instantly recognise.

Example? South Brisbane’s Paladar 

Fumior Salon, purveyor of quality plantation 

cofee and merchant of the fnest Cuban 

cigars. Paladar is a bright-red cantina that 

looks like it’s been dropped into South 

Brisbane from a dusty frontier town on  

the Texas-Mexico border of the 1880s – but  

a really cool, alternative 1880s, where comic-

book artists duelled with rolled-up folios and 

hipsters threw back shots of espresso instead 

of lethal rotgut. It is one of hundreds of tiny 

arrivals on the scene of a city in the process of 

remaking itself. 

I took my friend, Professor Paul Boylan, an 

American lawyer, when he was last out and 

we sipped powerful espresso on the roof, 

while denizens of the narrow back alleys 

went about their mysterious business below. 

The prof is a frequent visitor to “Brisneyland”, 

his favourite Australian city. He loves 

speeding up and down the river in the 

CityCats – “You can see the whole city from 

one of those boats and at a price that seems 

too low to pay for the experience” – and the 

farmers’ markets. They’re everywhere now 

but you can fnd their perfect expression at 

West End, where the sun dapples through 

massive old fg trees and you are beset at  

all times by the smell of cofee and kransky 

and the sugary baked goods of a dozen 

unidentifable nationalities.

For me it’s food where the best work of the 

Brisbane project is done. Qantas magazine’s 

Queensland restaurant reviewer, Morag 

Kobez, agrees: “Brisbane has embraced quality 

casual food with gusto in favour of traditional 

fne dining. And the rise of small bars serving 

innovative food seems to know no bounds.” 

I love those little bars as much as, if not 

more than, the fne diners. Both ends of  

the market have fourished as the city gave  

up the idea that eating out was only for  

special occasions and that every day could  

be special. “After years of playing catch-up 

with its southern cousins,” says Kobez,  

“the Brisbane dining scene has become 

comfortable in its own skin, forging its own 

unique approach to dining out.” 

And I say, “Viva Brisvegas”.

Think spaces: Folio Books (below) 

and the Gallery of Modern Art

⓪①

West End markets, 

every Saturday 

morning. Even if 

you’re not shopping 

for produce, the 

huge marketplace 

down by the river is 

the perfect place to  

while away a couple 

of hours.

⓪②

Walking the  

old waterfront, 

down Teneriffe  

way. The one-time 

wool-packing 

district is a great 

spot to wander 

around and take in 

some architecture 

and river views. 

⓪③

Shopping and 

eating on boutique-

and café-lined 

James Street. Grab 

a brew at Jamie’s 

Espresso Bar, one of  

the pioneers of the 

new-look Brisbane.

⓪④

Work out at  

the University  

of Queensland.  

You can ride your 

bike, or a city cycle, 

out there on the 

dedicated cycleway; 

use the pool, gym 

and tennis courts; or 

run around one of 

the country’s most 

beautiful campuses.

⓪⑤

Ride the cat. Catch 

a CityCat back  

from the uni. It 

sweeps up the river 

for half an hour, 

letting you see the 

city from an entirely 

new perspective.

⓪⑥

Bookshop tour. 

From the crime  

and sci-f nerds at 

Pulp Fiction to the 

million second-hand 

volumes at Archives 

and the smarter-

than-thou think 

space of Folio Books, 

Brisbane has some 

great independent 

booksellers in  

the city and the 

inner suburbs.

⓪⑦

Tour the cocktail 

haunts of South 

Brisbane. There  

has been such a 

Cambrian explosion 

of bar life here, it’s 

impossible to track 

every new opening. 

Finish up in West 

End, at The End bar. 

⓪⑧

Lunch on the river  

at Stokehouse, with 

superb food and 

booming views 

across the water. 

For dinner, try the 

degustation at 

Esquire, one of the 

country’s best and 

most intriguing 

experimental diners.

⓪⑨

Check to see what’s 

touring at GoMA 

then go anyway to  

spend a morning 

with the art in a 

vast, postmodern 

cathedral-like space.  

The State Library, 

just next door, has 

good kids’ programs. 

And the gardens of 

South Bank beckon 

for a stroll.

①⓪

In the summer 

months, old 

Brisbane takes lunch 

in the beer garden  

of the Victory Hotel. 

For a longer session, 

the Breakfast  

Creek Hotel is still 

considered the go.

Scott Redford's 10- 

metre-tall sculpture 

outside GoMA

Stokehouse, on the 

river at South Bank

John 
Birmingham’s

top 10 
Brisbane

experiences
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C A P R I  B Y  F R A S E R

Best for... long stays

capribyfraser.com

Capri by Fraser, on Albert Street, 

ofers apartment-style living. 

We’re not convinced about the 

3D wallpaper by artist Adeline 

Chan that covers the curving 

wall behind reception but there 

are some brilliant touches by  

the Singapore-based Ministry  

of Design throughout the hotel 

– the Mediterranean-style tiled 

walls in the bedrooms, say, or 

stools that look like inverted 

spinning tops in the gym. 

Downstairs, Pete Evans’s Asana 

restaurant has striking origami-

inspired wall sculptures and  

a menu featuring dishes such  

as roasted bone marrow with 

Paleo (of course!) bread soldiers. 

There’s a café attached to the 

restaurant, serving Sensory Lab 

cofee and opening onto the 

street – the perfect pit stop for 

guests and passers-by.  

▲T H E  N E W  I N C H C O L M 

H O T E L  &  S U I T E S

Best for... the luxe traveller

 inchcolm.com.au

Part of the MGallery collection 

of hotels, this one is housed in  

a 1920s neo-Georgian building 

with a heritage-listed cage 

elevator. (Don’t be alarmed: 

while the manual controls are 

still quaintly in place, electronics 

now do the heavy lifting.) There 

are two wings – the heritage 

section is up the front, with a 

new addition at the back – but 

it’s in the new digs that you’ll 

fnd the best suites. Spread over 

the fourth and ffth foors, the 

split-level lofts win our vote for 

the best hotel rooms in Australia. 

In each loft there’s a lounge area 

downstairs and a bedroom with 

ensuite upstairs; uninterrupted 

city views are framed by a two- 

storey window. Be sure to book 

ahead at the busy Thomson’s 

Reserve Restaurant (above).

▼ N E X T  H O T E L

Best for... the business traveller

nexthotels.com/brisbane

With self-check-in kiosks that 

minimise reception queues and 

allow guests to pick the room of 

their choice, the 304-room Next 

Hotel (below), on Brisbane’s 

Queen Street, is ideal for the 

business traveller. In the rooms 

you’ll fnd Samsung smartphones 

that control lighting and aircon, 

handle express check-outs and 

contain destination guides as 

well as a useful link to Brisbane 

Airport that’ll help you keep tabs 

on your fight schedule. But it’s 

in the fourth-foor Next Lounge 

where you’re really spoiled. 

There’s an all-day bar here,  

a 20-metre outdoor pool and  

a 24-hour gym, plus three 

sleeping pods and showers – 

perfect to refresh and relax in  

if you’re arriving early (before 

check-in time) or departing  

late (after check-out). 

▲T R Y P  B R I S B A N E

Best for... Gen Yers

trypbrisbane.com

The rooms at Tryp hotel are as 

interesting as the story behind 

them. The building that houses 

the 65-room hotel lay derelict 

for six years from 2007. But on 

the grungy, grafti-laden streets 

of Fortitude Valley nothing goes 

unnoticed or unused for too long. 

As soon as local taggers got wind 

of it, they broke into the building 

and covered it in grafti. So 

when Jef Pilkington, of Gold 

Coast-based frm Bespoke 

Interior Solutions, was asked  

to design the new hotel, he had  

a left-feld idea: Why not bring 

some of the vandals on board  

as “artists on site”? Among the 

artworks sprinkled throughout 

the hotel is a haunting wall- 

sized portrait of a woman’s face 

by Tyrone Wright (aka Rone). 

The size of the rooms ranges 

from compact queen to spacious 

king but they all feature striking 

doors in Veuve Clicquot yellow 

and bathrooms with coloured 

glass sinks. Wining and dining  

is well covered at the hotel, too. 

There’s a Chur Burger outlet on 

the ground foor and a rooftop 

bar (above) on the ffth level.

BNE
Qantas and QantasLink fly 

direct to Brisbane from 

cities across Australia. 

qantas.com

F L I G H T  P A T H

SLEEP, 

QUEENSL AND

ST YLE

Four hotels have opened  
in Brisbane in the past  
year, each catering to a 

specifc type of traveller.  
Akash Akora rounds  

them up.
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LONDON

Cycling in 
Richmond Park

The Rugby World Cup’s opening 

match (between England and 

Fiji) and the fnal will play out at 

Twickenham, the world’s largest 

dedicated rugby union arena. 

Situated in south-west London, 

the 82,000-capacity stadium  

is just four kilometres from 

Richmond Park, the biggest  

and arguably most enchanting 

of the capital’s eight Royal  

Parks. Dotted with duck ponds, 

rambling herds of red and fallow 

deer and woods that turn 

magnifcent shades of scarlet, 

copper and orange as summer 

blends into autumn, this 

955-hectare site is a treat to 

cycle around. There are smooth 

roads, rougher gravel tracks and 

some mildly steep ascents to 

tackle but nothing too arduous. 

Besides, there are abundant 

refreshment pit stops, such as 

The Butler’s Pantry – a tearoom 

set in the listed Georgian 

mansion, Pembroke Lodge.  

Next to the park’s Roehampton 

Gate – a 20-minute stroll from 

Barnes railway station (which  

is a 13-minute train ride from 

Twickenham) – Parkcycle hires 

out trail and road bicycles. Go  

to its website (parkcycle.co.uk) 

for a map of the park’s cycle 

paths. Wherever you venture, 

don’t miss King Henry’s Mound, 

which ofers great views of 

London’s skyline. On a clear day 

you’ll see St Paul’s Cathedral,  

15 kilometres away.

PARK

P
e

t
e

r
 Z

e
le

i



September 2015  |  QANTAS 9 9

LIFE

The Rugby World Cup 
kicks of on September 
18, taking in 13 venues 
across England and Wales. 
But what to do when  
the fnal whistle blows? 
As Steve McKenna 
discovers, there’s more  
to the host cities than  
a stadium and a roaring 
crowd. He checks out  
six picture-perfect places 
to unleash your inner 
sports star.
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LEICESTER

Hiking in Bradgate Park

Renowned for its Golden Mile 

curry district, multicultural 

Leicester was the focus of 

renewed royal intrigue in 2012, 

when the skeleton of King 

Richard III was found buried 

under a city car park. A new 

visitor centre (kriii.com)  

explains how the skeleton was 

rediscovered and tells the story 

of the much-maligned king,  

who died in the 1485 Battle  

of Bosworth that took place  

20 kilometres west of Leicester.  

If you fancy fusing history with  

a walk, Bosworth Battlefeld 

Heritage Centre and Country 

BRIGHTON

Walking in the South Downs

Brighton’s popularity with daytrippers from 

the capital has seen it nicknamed “London 

by the sea”. This south-coast resort town is 

famed for its quirky fashions and hedonistic 

nightlife. It’s ideal for walking, too, whether 

it’s along the seafront promenade, in its 

labyrinthine, café-and-boutique-packed Lanes 

district or through the South Downs National 

Park. Covering 1600 square kilometres of 

southern England, these chalk hills are full 

of heaths peppered with wildfowers and 

lush pastures. The downs can be accessed at 

various points, such as Sheepcote Valley, just 

north of Brighton Marina. Gentle walking 

trails run through this placid nature reserve. 

For something more vigorous, take the 77 

bus up to Devil’s Dyke. The 18th-century 

British landscape painter John Constable 

said this spot, overlooking coast and 

countryside, had the “grandest view in the 

world”. Give yourself two hours to walk eight 

kilometres from Devil’s Dyke to Ditchling 

Beacon, once the site of an Iron Age hill fort. 

The 79 bus runs to Brighton from here on 

weekends if you don’t have time (or are too 

worn out) for the return trek.

Park has a network of rural 

footpaths and guided tours 

(bosworthbattlefeld.com). 

Leicester folk, however, love to 

hike in Bradgate Park. Part of 

Charnwood Forest, 10 kilometres 

north-west of the city and 

reached by the 120 bus, this 

340-hectare deer park has an 

untamed feel, with steep, 

invigorating hillside trails passing 

dramatic rocky outcrops, gnarled 

oak trees and the eerie red-brick 

ruins of Bradgate House, the 

birthplace of Lady Jane Grey. 

Dubbed the Nine Day Queen,  

she was beheaded in 1554 on the 

orders of her rival to the throne, 

Queen “Bloody” Mary. You can 

stomp around the park for hours 

by yourself or join ranger-led 

walks that take you to areas  

not normally open to visitors. 

They are usually held on 

Saturday afternoons but, if 

booking with a group, you can 

arrange a time that suits you. 

Check bradgatepark.org for  

tour and event information.
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MANCHESTER 

Jogging in Heaton Park

When you’re wandering  

through the converted cotton 

mills and modern high-rises  

of Manchester’s bustling city 

centre, wide open spaces can 

seem a world away. But hop  

on the Metrolink tram for  

11 minutes – or 36 minutes  

if travelling from the rugby  

at Manchester City Stadium – 

and you’ll be in the sprawling, 

grassy expanse of Heaton Park 

(heatonpark.org.uk). The park 

has hosted many headline 

events, including a 1982 Mass  

by Pope John Paul II and 

concerts by Mancunian rock 

legends Oasis and The Stone 

Roses. Its day-to-day demeanour 

is much quieter. A pleasant way 

to enjoy the park is on foot,  

with running shoes. Tree- 

lined bitumen paths meander  

past picnic-friendly lawns, a  

golf course, an animal farm,  

a boating lake and some 

eye-catching architecture.  

The splendour of Heaton Hall, 

an 18th-century country house, 

is matched by the views of 

Greater Manchester you’ll enjoy 

from its gardens. The park is 

open from 8am until dusk. If  

you fancy jogging with a crowd, 

each Saturday at 9am there’s  

a free fve-kilometre timed run.  

Go to parkrun.org.uk/heaton  

to register online and view  

a course map.

BIRMINGHAM

Stand-up 
paddle-
boarding at 
Summerfeld 
Park 

Situated at the 

heart of England’s 

national canal 

network, 

Birmingham is  

proud of its 

waterways. Many  

of these Industrial 

Revolution-era relics 

have been restored 

in recent years. 

Expect to see lots  

of narrow boats, 

canoes and kayaks 

foating around  

the canals and 

people walking  

and pedalling  

along the towpaths. 

Just west of central 

Birmingham, by 

grassy, birdlife- 

rich Summerfeld 

Park, water sports 

take place at the 

Edgbaston 

Reservoir. Originally 

a small lake, it was 

extensively enlarged 

by Scottish civil 

engineer Thomas 

Telford in the 1820s 

to supply water to 

the city’s canal 

system. It still serves 

that purpose but it’s 

also a great place  

to try windsurfng, 

sailing or stand-up 

paddleboarding –  

all activities you can 

do with Edgbaston 

Watersports 

(edgbastonwater 

sports.co.uk).
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Leeds has bounced back from 

the decline of its manufacturing 

industries to enjoy a stirring 

renaissance. Stylish bars, 

restaurants and galleries have 

fourished inside striking 

Georgian, Victorian and 

modernist buildings. Roundhay 

Park (roundhaypark.org.uk),  

Heading to the UK for the Rugby World Cup? Get the most out of your time  

in the capital with our London City Guide, at travelinsider.qantas.com.au.

fve kilometres north-west of the 

city centre (take the 2 or 12 bus), 

is a haven for leisure seekers. 

Walking tracks thread through 

the parkland, woodland and 

gardens of this 280-hectare 

space. There’s also a nine-hole 

golf course; visitors are welcome 

and club hire available but on 

weekends book in advance 

(roundhaygc.co.uk). Prefer 

tennis? On the park’s western 

edge you’ll fnd 16 recently 

resurfaced courts, free to use  

on a frst-come, frst-served 

basis. You can purchase  

a racket cheaply at Sports  

Direct in the city centre. 

M A N C H E S T E R

Manchester City 

Stadium, built  

for the 2002 

Commonwealth 

Games, hosts 

England v Uruguay 

(October 10).

L E I C E S T E R

Leicester City 

Stadium hosts  

Argentina v Tonga 

(October 4),  

Canada v Romania 

(October 6) and 

Argentina v Namibia 

(October 11).

L O N D O N

The big matches  

of the RWC at 

Twickenham include 

England v Australia 

(October 3), 

Australia v Wales 

(October 10) and the 

final on October 31.

B R I G H T O N

Brighton Community 

Stadium, opened in 

2011, hosts South 

Africa v Japan 

(September 19)  

and Samoa v USA 

(September 20).

B I R M I N G H A M

Villa Park Stadium 

hosts two pool 

matches: South 

Africa v Samoa 

(September 26) and 

Australia v Uruguay 

(September 27).

L E E D S

Leeds’ Elland Road 

hosts two pool 

matches: Italy v 

Canada (September 

26) and Scotland v 

USA (September 27).  

LEEDS

Golf and tennis in Roundhay Park 

L HR
Qantas flies to London 

from Sydney and 

Melbourne, with 

connections from other 

Australian capital cities. 

qantas.com

F L I G H T  P A T H

And then there’s the rugby...
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The Krinklewood team (from left): 

Pete, Carla and Rod Windrim, with 

Minty; their biodynamic wine 

estate (this page and opposite)

Once a culinary 
wasteland, the 

Hunter Valley is now 
populated with 

pioneering foodies 
making the most 
of its rich bounty. 

Larry Writer takes  
a gastronomic tour  
of Australia’s oldest 

wine region, 
sampling dishes 

worthy of its award-
winning drops.

L A N D

O F

P L E N T Y
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Molines, a Frenchman who cut his teeth at 

some of Sydney’s fnest eateries, arrived in the 

Hunter with his wife, Sally, in 1973 to open 

one of the region’s frst restaurants, Happy 

Valley, in Pokolbin. “People asked me, ‘Why on 

earth would you want to come here?’ ” Back 

then, it was a fair question. The 2.9-million-

hectare Hunter Valley, though Australia’s 

oldest wine-growing region, was a culinary 

wasteland. Locals, like many Australians, 

preferred beer to wine – or plonk – and spag 

bol was considered exotic. In the decades 

since, thanks largely to innovative chefs such 

as Molines, we have come to appreciate good 

wine and food. Young winemakers and chefs, 

many raised locally, went overseas to toil in 

the kitchens and vineyards of Europe and 

America and returned, not to the big cities but 

to the Hunter, bringing their new-found 

THE M1 is a soulless name for a road to 

culinary utopia but here I am, powering up the 

motorway from Sydney towards NSW’s Hunter 

Valley, my imagination replacing the broken 

white line with rows of plump, purple grapes. 

In less than two and a half hours I have turned 

left on the B82 at Cooranbong. Had I set my 

GPS, it would have declared, unnecessarily, 

that I’d “reached my destination” as – cruising 

through fatlands and past plunging ravines 

and soaring escarpments – it’s clear I’ve left all 

traces of the metropolis behind. Unconsciously 

slowing down, I marvel at the rolling foothills 

patchworked with vineyards that stretch as far 

as the distant Broken Back Range. Magically, 

the sky seems suddenly bluer, higher, the earth 

browner and the grass greener. 

This is stage one of a very sweet assignment. 

I’ve been asked to crisscross the lower Hunter 

Valley – from Mount View to Pokolbin to 

Broke to Laguna and Lovedale and byways in 

between – tasting food and wine and meeting 

the chefs and winemakers whose boundary 

breaking has transformed the region. 

At the end of a bush track on a hilltop at 

Tallavera Grove vineyard, overlooking vines, 

horse paddocks and a sparkling dam, I fnd 

the serene, unpretentious Hunter hotspot, 

Bistro Molines (749 Mount View Road, Mount 

View; bistromolines.com.au) – renowned as 

one of the region’s fnest restaurants. “The 

Hunter Valley is unique,” says Robert Molines, 

the chef revered by his peers as “the 

godfather”. As I tuck into harissa-marinated 

spatchcock with quinoa, wild rice, corn purée, 

preserved lemon and beurre noisette, he 

explains what I’d fgured out with my frst 

mouthful: “It’s the excellent food and wine.” 

(From left) Bistro Molines’s spice-roasted duckling with orange glaze; a vignette in the restaurant; chef and owner Robert “the godfather” Molines

(From left) Circa 1876 chef Trent Barrett keeps “in touch with nature”; the restaurant’s organic garden; sesame-crusted tuna with soft-cooked pullet egg



11 0  QANTAS  |  September 2015

expertise. Together they transformed the 

Hunter Valley into a fne-dining and drinking 

heaven and today it is one of Australia’s top 

tourist destinations, attracting some 2.5 

million visitors a year. 

Just down the winding track from Bistro 

Molines, I turn right at a signpost – Briar Ridge 

vineyard – and rumble along a gravel driveway 

through idyllic bushland and vineyards until  

I am waved down by a smiling woman in work 

garb. Gwyn Olsen is the irrepressible 32-year-

old chief winemaker and general manager at 

Briar Ridge (593 Mount View Road, Mount 

View; briarridge.com.au). She shared this 

year’s Hunter Valley Legends Rising Star of the 

Year award with the Muse Dining group’s Troy 

and Megan Rhoades-Brown and is widely 

lauded for her consistently high-quality wines. 

“Let’s take a walk,” says Olsen, and with 

Spencer the schnauzer yapping at her muddy 

boots, she leads me to the top of a hill with 

sweeping views of the vineyards. The vines 

thrust from the sandy loam like gnarled hands, 

making you wonder how such tortured-

looking objects could produce anything as 

delectable as Olsen’s award-winning vinos. 

Her new Briar Vineyard Blend is, she says, “the 

quintessential feld blend” from her “dyslexic” 

block planted with sauvignon blanc, semillon, 

chardonnay, verdelho and vermentino grapes.

With so many growers competing for 

custom and acclaim, it’s tempting to imagine 

a valley riven with feuding vignerons. It’s the 

reverse, says Olsen. “We’re competitors but 

comrades, too. We share a love of what we do 

and where we do it, and we share our 

knowledge.” In fact, the region’s restaurateurs 

regularly host each other to dinner and 

Brokenwood Wines’ Stuart Hordern tells how 

he and many of his fellow winemakers have 

played for the local Pokolbin Reds rugby 

team. “The standard’s not high,” he chuckles, 

“but we enjoy the camaraderie and talk wine 

over a beer after the game.”

As I cruise through the valley tasting wine 

and eating like a man with a high-speed 

metabolism, it’s clear there’s more to do here 

than overindulge. Between wineries, I pass 

nature retreats, galleries, golf courses and 

antique steam-train rides. Delis sell local 

condiments, cheeses and charcuterie. In a 

roadside feld, a rainbow-hued hot-air balloon 

awaits thrillseekers. When Bruce Springsteen 

played at Hope Estate on a soft summer night 

last year, you could hear his E Street Band for 

seven kilometres around. 

“Guests left our restaurant to dine on the 

lawn outside and listen to the show,” says 

Trent Barrett. He’s chef de cuisine at Circa 

1876 (64 Halls Road, Pokolbin; circa1876.

com), a restaurant in a 139-year-old converted 

farmhouse in the grounds of Peppers Convent 

(see page 112), where I’m staying the night. 

The chef, whose punk buzz-cut and tattoos 

belie a nostalgic soul, says his cooking aims 

“to evoke memories and emotions” and is 

inspired by childhood experiences, such as his 

grandma’s hearty soul food and foraging for 

fat, juicy strawberries. Barrett’s menu ofers 

“timeless, familiar ingredients but in new 

combinations”: tempura ricotta-flled zucchini 

fowers with pine nuts, currants and basil 

pesto sauce and charred garam-masala-

scented foie gras with cinnamon lemons, pea 

shoots, rose petals and spiced jus. “Being in 

touch with nature in our garden,” he says 

“helps me be the best chef I can be.”

AFTER breakfast next morning at Peppers,  

I stop in at Brokenwood Wines to meet Stuart 

Hordern and sample his fabulous Graveyard 

Vineyard shiraz and Cricket Pitch White 

sauvignon blanc semillon. Midday already? 

Time to journey to EXP. Restaurant (1596 

Broke Road, Pokolbin; exprestaurant.com.

au). Owner and head chef Frank Fawkner has 

invited me to join him for lunch. 

Letting my belt out a notch or two, I’m 

keen to savour the “sensory experience” he 

has promised. In the intimate dining room 

adjoining an open kitchen, I eat from colour-

coded plates: blue for seafood, bone for meat, 

green for the earth’s bounty, black and gold 

for sweets. “Dining should challenge and be 

interactive,” says Fawkner, setting down  

a mortar of parsley, rosemary, thyme and 

sage fzzing away in liquid nitrogen. When 

the herbs are frozen crisp, you crush them 

and make your own herb-infused butter to 

spread on a warm bread roll.  

Surprise is also part of the EXP.erience. 

The menu lists only bare ingredients – for 

instance, “ocean trout, citrus, fennel, gnocchi” 

– so there is no preconception of the fnished 

dish. When presented, the trout is in lightly 

cured ribbons seared with a blowtorch, the 

gnocchi are cylinder-like, the citrus a butter 

emulsion. “The favours are ones everyone 

knows and loves,” says Fawkner, “but they’ll 

never have had them like this.”

Yellow Rock, a vivid-hued escarpment 

scarring the Broken Back Range, glows in the 

midafternoon sun as I head west and cross the 

bridge over Wollombi Brook (also known as 

Cockfghter Creek), near Broke. Margan (1238 

Milbrodale Road, Broke; margan.com.au),  

a 130-hectare winery, restaurant and cellar 

door given a fve-star rating by wine critic 

James Halliday, has been nurtured for 20 years 

by Lisa and Andrew Margan. “We take our 

environmental stewardship seriously,” says 

Andrew. “Look after the land and it looks after 

you.” He cites the winery’s feld blends and 

barbera, from an Italian grape variety that 

thrives in Margan’s volcanic soil, as examples 

of thinking outside the box. 

A GENTLE dusk is settling on Krinklewood 

Biodynamic Vineyard (712 Wollombi Road, 

Broke; krinklewood.com) in the Broke 

Fordwich area, the next stop after Margan. 

Rod Windrim – burly, weather-beaten and 

with hands like hams – and his son Pete, who 

gave up magazine design to join his dad (and 

sports a beard Ned Kelly would have envied), 

look the epitome of taciturn, hog-tied-to-

tradition farmers, yet there are no more 

articulate advocates of strictly sustainable 

farming and winemaking. Despite early 

derision from some locals, the biodynamic 

duo have held fast to their visionary principles 

to produce vintage after vintage of award-

winning chardonnay, semillon, rosé, shiraz 

and verdelho, as well as pork, lamb and  

beef that local restaurateurs squabble over.  

“We create wine without chemicals, 

pesticides or herbicides,” explains Rod. “It’s 

an organic process but goes a step further in 

that we regard the vineyard as a living, self- 

sustaining, self-regenerating organism. We 

observe the natural rhythm of the cosmos.” 

Adds Pete: “Here, nature fnds its balance 

and can do its job. Everything interrelates.” 

Rod says that when he started biodynamic 

farming in 2002, he had a local looking after 

the vineyard. “When I told him I wanted him 

to spray with organic preparations on a 

descending moon, he yelled: ‘You’re of your 

head! Get someone else to do it.’ So we did it 

ourselves. We didn’t tell too many people 

because it sounds weird and I didn’t want to 

be laughed at. Then, when people tasted our 

wine and produce, there came acceptance.” 

After a terrifying night drive on Wollombi 

and Great North roads from Krinklewood 

Iain Riggs (right), 

chief winemaker  

and part owner  

of Brokenwood  

Wines – maker of  

the iconic Graveyard 

Vineyard shiraz 
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“The process does amazing things to the 

favour,” says Sales, who learned to smoke food 

by trial and error, “but the key is to enhance 

favour, not change it. Duck should always 

taste like duck and salmon like salmon.” 

I’ve saved one of the true stars of the local 

wine scene until my fnal day. Why was 

Andrew Thomas of Thomas Wines (cellar 

door: the Small Winemakers Centre, 426 

McDonalds Road, Pokolbin; thomaswines.

com.au) named Hunter Valley Winemaker  

of the Year in 2008 and 2014? “Well, the booze 

is pretty good,” he laughs. Known for his 

uncompromising attention to detail, Thomas 

has just released his 2009 Braemore semillon, 

which was given “extra depth in colour, 

delicacy and complexity and a smell of buttered 

toast and lemon curd” by six years of ageing. 

Last year, Halliday named the 2008 vintage 

among his top three semillons of the year and 

Thomas is “confdent the ’09 is just as good”. 

At the end of my trek, I can’t resist the 

quick drive up Hermitage Road to Muse 

Kitchen (corner of Hermitage and Deasys 

roads, Pokolbin; musedining.com.au) – Troy 

Rhoades-Brown’s racy spin-of from his 

award-winning Muse Restaurant. After I’ve 

enjoyed a plate of fried brussels sprouts with 

maple syrup, mint, chilli salt and marinated 

fetta from the local Binnorie Dairy, Stephane 

Pommier, the Kitchen’s attentive sommelier, 

senses my state of extreme repletion. “Oh 

well, you only live once.” And he’s right. 

Driving back home via the M1, with the 

GPS indicating heavy trafc ahead, my one 

regret is that this food-and-wine wonderland 

is shrinking in the rear-view mirror. 

S Y D
Qantas and QantasLink  

fly to Sydney from  

more than 15 cities  

around Australia.  

qantas.com
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south to Laguna – dodging roos on an unlit, 

winding road careening down gullies and 

gorges – I arrive at Valleyfeld Escape retreat 

(see above), where I crash into bed to dream 

of the jasmine rice pudding with pear, rhubarb 

and thyme I declined at EXP. No matter, for 

tomorrow – the fnal day of my quest – more 

wine and food await.  

Driving back to Pokolbin in the gentle 

morning sunshine, last night’s highway from 

hell reveals itself as a charming and cruisy 

backroad. Up Wine Country Drive, Lovedale 

Road and Majors Lane and I’m in Lovedale. 

Here, Ben Sales’ career is smoking. Literally. 

At his Lovedale Smokehouse Café (64 Majors 

Lane, Lovedale; majorslane.com), Sales ofers 

locally sourced produce – from chicken to 

cheese – that he smokes himself with wood 

from his vines. His fare is scrumptious in his 

low-key dining room – a table in his olive 

grove – and perfect for a Hunter Valley picnic. 

Where to stay

Boutique

P E P P E R S  C O N V E N T

88 Halls Road, Pokolbin

 peppers.com.au/convent

In its former life, the 106-year-

old Peppers Convent was home 

to Brigidine nuns in Coonamble  

in central NSW. In 1990, it was 

transported 439 kilometres  

to Pokolbin, painstakingly 

reassembled then restored as  

a 17-room luxury boutique hotel 

amid five hectares of gardens 

and vineyards. It offers a blend  

of old-world décor with modern 

country charm. The estate hosts 

two of the Hunter Valley’s prime 

restaurants – Eighty Eight on  

the Convent premises and, along 

the driveway, Circa 1876. There is 

a pool and tennis court, and the 

wide verandahs with cane chairs 

and a fairy-light-filled wisteria 

garden are the perfect setting to 

enjoy the long Hunter twilights.

Private

VA L L E Y F I E L D  E S C A P E

 3471 Great North Road, Laguna

 valleyfieldescape.com.au

Owned by the acclaimed Sydney 

restaurateur Armando Percuoco, 

Valleyfield Escape is an idyllic 

one-bedroom retreat nestled 

amid 93 hectares of gardens  

and orchards. The open-plan 

lounge and dining room has a log 

fire, TV with DVDs and a sound 

system. And you can pre-order 

meals from Percuoco’s Buon 

Ricordo before your arrival. 

Difficult as it may be to vacate 

the comfy king-size bed, try to 

rise at dawn so you can enjoy the 

expansive views of the olive grove 

from the sumptuous Agape 

bathtub, luxuriating in the suds as 

kangaroos graze in the morning 

mist just metres away.

Frank Fawkner’s ocean trout, citrus, 

fennel and gnocchi (left); the head 

chef in EXP. Restaurant’s kitchen
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Shanghai is a beautiful, fckle temptress who will 
surprise you at every turn. To spend a perfect day 

in the beguiling metropolis, you need insider 
knowledge – and focus. Lee Tulloch has both.

S H A N G H A I

 O N E 

P E R F E C T 

D A Y

Created by the French 

in 1909, the 10-hectare 

Fuxing Park (left) is 

popular with tai chi 

enthusiasts; the 

labyrinthine lanes  

of Tianzifang are  

filled with craft stalls, 

cafés and galleries

PH OTO GR A PH Y BY TO N Y A M OS
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Bit on the side: a tour on a vintage 

motorbike and sidecar is a great  

way to see Shanghai (above); guo zi 

dough sticks are deep fried before 

being stuffed into jianbing pancakes

0 7: 0 0
Shanghai is a wonderful walking 

city, with a surprising number  

of beautiful parks. Join the locals at Fuxing 

Park (115 Yandang Lu) in the old French 

Concession. It’s a living lounge room where 

Shanghainese dance, play cards, practise tai 

chi, hug trees and take their dogs and caged 

birds for a walk. Everything is communal  

so no-one will mind if you join in. 

0 8 : 0 0
One of the great joys of Shanghai 

is its street food and breakfast  

is the perfect time to sample the city’s 

specialities from one of the carts or little 

holes-in-the-wall that dot the French 

Concession. Beyond xiao long bao, the 

famous soup dumplings, you’ll be tempted  

by jianbing guo zi (big rounds of folded, 

stufed pancake), cifan tuan (hand-rolled 

rice flled with pork and pickled vegetable), 

da bing (faky bread) and guo tie (pot-sticker 

dumplings). As it’s a bit too far to walk from 

The skyscrapers of Pudong 
and the glamorous hotels 
and restaurants are 
symbols of the modern 
city but it’s in the  
avenues and lanes of  
old neighbourhoods that 
Shanghai is at her most 
human and seductive. On 
the surface, this city of 
neon and shopping malls 
seems frenetic and crazed. 
Take time out to walk the 
French Concession or the 
lesser-known Hongkou 
district across the Garden 
Bridge and you’ll fnd  
the pace slower, the lanes 
and street life fascinating 
and the Shanghainese 
exceptionally friendly.  
But be quick to visit: while 
much of the district has 
heritage listing, some  
old neighbourhoods  
are vanishing. 

Fuxing Park, take a taxi (they’re astoundingly 

inexpensive) to Xiangyang Lu near Changle 

Lu for a high concentration of stalls. A handy 

tip: for smooth taxi transactions, ask your 

hotel’s concierge to jot down in Chinese the 

addresses of places you plan to visit.

0 9 : 0 0
Looking to have something 

tailored? Hail a taxi to the nearby 

South Bund Fabric Market (399 Lujiabang 

Lu), which is relatively quiet at this hour. The 

prices are a little higher than they once were 
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but Shanghai’s tailors can still cut some 

mean jackets and they do so with dazzling 

speed. (Allow an extra day in case there  

are alterations.) Three levels of shops give  

a confusing array of makers and options, 

from traditional qipao dresses to cashmere 

coats and pinstriped shirts. As Shanghai 

“style” is limited, it’s best to take along 

something to copy. And do bargain – you 

could spend half the day here in negotiation 

but if you know what you’re looking for, an 

hour or two will do.

11 : 0 0
The best way to see the city is from 

the sidecar of a vintage motorbike. 

Shanghai Insiders (insidersexperience.com) 

will tailor a tour to suit your interests – 

whether it’s markets or a visit to less well- 

known sites such as 1933, a remarkable  

old slaughterhouse built in Art Deco style  

that is now home to restaurants, galleries 

and retail spaces. Expats who have lived in 

the city for more than three years conduct 

the tours, lasting one to four hours; each  

vehicle can take two people, one riding  

with the driver, the other in the sidecar.  

Most popular is a whirl along the gorgeous 

plane-tree-lined streets of the French 

Concession so ask your guide to pick you  

up at the fabric market (for an additional 

fee). It’s not cheap at about $320 but it’s the 

most fun you’ll have on three wheels.

1 3 : 1 5 
Time for a quick lunch. Have your 

guide drop you of at Lost Heaven 

(38 Gaoyou Lu), a perennially popular, 

consistently good restaurant in a quiet, 

elegant French Concession street. It serves 

fabulous, reasonably priced Yunnan cuisine 

in a charming, rustic space. There’s a newer 

branch on the Bund but the original is best. 

Don’t miss the wild vegetable cakes to start. 

The old French Concession district is dotted with plane trees and has a distinctive European vibe

Some 50,000 taxis drive Shanghai’s streets A colourful stall at South Bund Fabric Market A barber shop in the French Concession district
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Dong Yi Lu) on the Bund, about a 15-minute 

taxi ride away. It has views of the lightshow 

on Pudong, illuminated ferries on the 

Huangpu River and the Garden Bridge  

across Suzhou Creek. Tables start flling  

up at this hour to catch the sunset. Cocktails 

aren’t cheap but it’s the best seat in town  

and worth the splurge.

1 9 : 3 0 
When Melbourne-born 

restaurateur Michelle Garnaut 

opens a new space, it’s big news. Her sexy 

new restaurant and bar, Glam, is only  

a few weeks old and already the hottest  

place to hang. Tucked behind Garnaut’s 

legendary restaurant, M on the Bund  

(7/F, 20 Guangdong Lu), the striking  

silver and cobalt Glam has big windows 

overlooking the Bund and a menu of  

small plates complemented by a large 

ofering of wines by the glass. Like M,  

it’s as much a vibrant cultural salon as  

a place to eat and drink.

2 3 : 0 0
After the glamour of the  

Bund, it’s time to hop in a  

taxi once more for the French Concession 

and a nightcap at one of Shanghai’s best  

cocktail bars, El Coctel (2/F 47 Yongfu Lu). 

Its entrance is easy to miss, marked only by  

a cocktail shaker set into a small alcove  

by the doorway. Up a fight of stairs, it has 

three cosy rooms but the best spot is a seat  

at the long bar, where the personable 

barmen whip up carefully crafted 

concoctions with entertaining fair. 

The skyscrapers of the 

Pudong district – including 

the Oriental Pearl Tower, 

which glows in varying 

colour sequences (above); 

cocktails at El Coctel 

1 4 : 0 0
If you fnd Shanghai’s imposing 

glamour malls full of international 

brands overwhelming, catch a taxi to 

Tianzifang, a network of lane houses of 

Taikang Lu that have been converted into 

small boutiques, galleries, cafés and 

ice-cream stalls. Yes, it’s commercial but it’s 

full of young locals, especially on weekends. 

Unlike the rebuilt houses of the Xintiandi 

district, people still live here: there’s washing 

strung across the street. Wander the lanes 

where Shanghai Girl cosmetics and silk 

scarves are sold and you’ll stumble on some 

less cutesy shops, such as the sophisticated, 

minimalist Urban Tribe.

1 5 : 3 0
Hail a taxi and head back to the 

French Concession. Step inside  

a Concession-era mansion with some racy 

history at Maison de L’Hui (168 Julu Lu),  

the former residence of “Big Ears” Du, 

Shanghai’s most notorious gangster during 

the 1920s and ’30s. It’s now a very grand 

Cantonese restaurant with white-gloved 

waiters but formal afternoon tea is good 

value, as is the seven-course lunch. Du 

Yuesheng had his hands full with dozens  

of concubines and four wives and ran  

both the Concession’s opium trade and the 

government Opium Suppression Bureau. 

Luckily, the walls don’t talk. 

1 7 : 3 0 
Time to get lofty and see why 

Shanghai’s neon skyline is such  

a trip. Sir Elly’s terrace bar occupies the 14th 

foor of The Peninsula hotel (32 Zhongshan 
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